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TJZRA  AMES  OF  ALBANY,  in  his  vigorous,  straight-forward  style,  set  down  the 
honest  likenesses  of  more  men  and  women  of  local,  State,  or  national  prominence 
during  the  decades  from  Washington  to  Jackson  than  did  any  other  New  York 
artist  of  his  time.  Over  rive  hundred  portraits  from  his  brush  are  catalogued  in  this 
pioneer  Life  and  Work.  They  include  the  likenesses  of  Mohawk  Joseph  Brant, 
Governors  George  and  DeWitt  Clinton,  Theodore  and  Timothy  Dwight,  "Citizen" 
Genet,  Alexander  Hamilton,  John  Jay,  Thomas  Jefferson,  Chancellors  James  Kent 
and  Robert  R.  Livingston,  James  and  Dolly  Madison,  Herman  Melville's  mother, 
Gouverneur  Morris,  Eliphalet  Nott,  James  Rivington,  Chief  Justice  Ambrose  Spencer, 
Benjamin  Tallmadge,  Governors  Enos  Throop  and  Daniel  D.  Tompkins,  Martin 
Van  Buren,  Stephen  Van  Rensselaer  III,  George  Washington,  Elkanah  Watson, 
Eli  Whitney,  and  a  multitude  of  lesser  personalities.  Together,  they  constitute  a 
veritable  composite-portrait  of  the  moulders,  great  and  small,  of  our  State  and 
nation;  as  biographical  records  they  provide  "important  documentary  sources  for 
the  history  of  New  York  State  during  the  early  Republican  Era." 

Artistically,  Ames  at  his  best  ranks  with  Stuart,  Jarvis,  Inman,  and  Waldo, 
with  whose  work  his  own  has  sometimes  been  confused.  His  landscapes,  though 
less  distinguished,  have  an  historic  significance  as  anticipations  of  the  romantic  and 
realistic  paintings  of  the  Hudson  River  School.  Unlike  his  conventionally  trained 
contemporaries  in  the  metropolitan  centers,  Ames's  career  strikingly  illustrates  a 
provincial  artist's  development  from  a  primitive  to  a  mature  individual  style  and  at 
the  same  time  reveals  his  constant  dependence  for  livelihood  on  a  wide  variety  of 
humble  craft  work  in  a  still  uncouth  community  where  artists  were  classed  with 
mechanics. 

Yet  Ezra  Ames  became  a  pillar  of  the  society  evolving  in  and  around  the 
small-town  capital  of  the  State  —  an  intimate  of  governors,  legislators,  canal 
builders,  bankers,  publishers,  tradesmen,  professional  men,  fraternal  leaders  —  so 
many  of  whom  he  recorded  on  canvas.  He  was  an  incorporator  of  The  Albany 
Mechanics'  Society,  an  officer  of  The  Society  for  the  Promotion  of  Useful  Arts  (now 
the  Albany  Institute  of  History  and  Art),  and  the  founding  proprietor  of  the 
Albany  Gallery  of  Art.  He  served  long  and  ably  as  a  director  and  finally  as  the 
president  of  Albany's  third-oldest  bank  —  perhaps  the  only  professional  artist  in 
history  to  head  such  a  financial  institution.  For  a  quarter-century  he  held  the  post 
of  Grand  High  Priest  of  the  Grand  Chapter  of  Royal  Arch  Masons  of  the  State 
of  New  York  and,  among  other  high  fraternal  offices,  was  twice  elected  General 
Grand  Captain  General  of  the  General  Grand  Encampment  of  the  U.  S.  A.  At 
Governor  Clinton's  invitation,  he  presided  as  Grand  High  Priest  over  the  famous 
Erie  Canal  celebrations  of  1823  and  1825  and  laid  the  ceremonial  capstone  of  the 
lock  at  Albany. 

His  reputation  spread.  From  his  Albany  headquarters,  1793-1836,  the  artist 
repeatedly  extended  his  professional  activities  to  the  cultural  centers  of  Boston, 
New  York,  and  Philadelphia;  to  the  Massachusetts  towns  of  Worcester,  Framingham, 
and  Northbridge;  up  and  down  the  Hudson  to  river  towns  and  valley  manors; 


and  beyond  Albany  in  upper  and  western  New  York  to  Troy,  Schenectady,  Cohocs, 
Rochester,  Buffalo,  and  Niagara.  Even  the  proud  academies  honored  this  provincial, 
and  in  sophisticated  journals  critics  praised  his  work.  The  American  Academy  of 
the  Fine  Arts  elevated  him  to  its  highest  rank  —  American  Academician.  And  when 
the  Pennsylvania  Academy  began  to  build  a  permanent  collection,  a  painting  by 
Ezra  Ames  formed  its  nucleus:  "A  circumstance  extremely  flattering  to  you,"  the 
curator  wrote  to  him,  "is  that  this  is  the  first  picture  the  Academy  ever  purchased." 
"In  reviewing  this  picture,"  said  a  critic  in  The  Port  Folio  of  1812,  "we  are 
equally  pleased  and  astonished.  .  .  .  This  artist  adds  one  star  more  to  the  constellation 
of  American  genius." 

Yet  this  book,  as  definitive  as  a  painstaking  combing  of  scattered  sources  can 
make  it,  is  the  first  attempt  at  a  comprehensive  biography  of  this  uncommon  man 
and  the  first  full-rounded  examination  of  his  stature  and  contribution  as  an  artist. 
Nearly  six  hundred  of  his  paintings  —  portraits  in  oil,  miniatures,  landscapes, 
figure  compositions,  still  life  and  drawings  —  are  carefully  catalogued  in  a  form 
designed  for  complete  and  easy  reference.  Over  three  hundred  of  them,  though 
documented  as  to  subject,  authorship,  previous  ownership,  and  occasionally  even 
appearance,  are  listed  as  presently  unlocated.  Many  of  these  must  still  exist  —  tucked 
away  in  attics  and  storerooms  or  even  hanging  in  parlors,  museums,  or  commercial 
galleries  —  unrecognized  for  what  they  arc.  Their  histories  as  given  in  this  Catalogue, 
together  with  the  analyses  of  Ames's  idiosyncrasies  of  style  and  the  reproductions 
of  so  many  examples  of  his  work,  should  enable  students,  owners,  critics,  curators, 
and  art  dealers  to  identify  and  bring  a  goodly  number  of  them  to  light.  The  Catalogue 
■ —  a  model  of  its  kind  —  also  separately  records  prints  after  portraits  by  Ames, 
pictures  misattributed  to  him,  and  pictures  of  questionable  attribution.  Both  the 
text  and  the  catalogue  are  fully  annotated  and  indexed. 

The  authors  and  editors  have  spared  neither  time  nor  pains  to  make  this  as 
complete  and  accurate  a  presentation  of  a  significant  artist's  life  and  work  as  the 
most  exacting  scholar  could  wish.  At  the  same  time  they  have  organized  this 
wealth  of  material,  with  helpful  tables,  chronologies,  and  other  tools  of  reference, 
into  as  clear  and  convenient  a  form  as  possible.  Art  dealers,  museum  curators, 
reference  librarians,  cultural  historians,  teachers  of  art  history,  and  private  collectors 
will  find  here  answers  to  many  of  their  questions  and  will  need  personal  copies  at 
hand  for  consultation.  Members  of  the  fraternal  order  of  Masons  will  take  pride 
in  this  record  of  one  of  their  eminent  early  brothers.  Albanians  and  others  interested 
in  the  history  of  upstate  New  York  will  be  fascinated  with  the  reading  of  Ezra  Ames 
of  Albany. 

Priced  at  $4.95,  this  richly  illustrated  book  is  a  bargain  which  should  find  a 
place  in  every  library  of  American  history  and  art. 
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